Dolphin and South End Rowing Clubs Historical Background 


Site History 

The cove area was sheltered by Black Point (today’s Ft. Mason) to the west, from 
the westerly winds emanating from the Pacific Ocean beyond. In the 1860s the 
cove, with its beaches and close proximity to the city, was a favorite spot for 
swimming and recreation. Entrepreneurs soon established bathing concessions 
the site. Around the same time, various rowing and swimming clubs began use of 
the cove. 


The Neptune and Mermaid Swimming Baths previously occupied this parcel of 
beachfront site as of 1886.1 From this beach, founder of the Bank of California 
and financier of the Palace Hotel William Ralston went for an afternoon swim on 
August 27, 1875 and drowned, leaving the question of accident or not.? His body 
was found the day after his swim — also the day that his financial empire 
collapsed. (A memorial was raised to him on Marina Green in 1941.) 


By the turn of the century there were three clubs situated on the cove. The South 
End Rowing Club was established in 1873.2 The Dolphin Club was established in 
1877 when a group of German-born brewers founded the club. The club 
occupied a small building at the foot of Leavenworth Street on San Francisco 
Bay. In 1880 a larger facility was built and the club incorporated in 1888. A two- 
story clubhouse was constructed at the foot of Van Ness Avenue for the Dolphin 
Club in 1896.4 The second oldest rowing club in San Francisco, the Ariel Rowing 
Club, was established in 1872.° (It was absorbed by the San Francisco Rowing 
Club by 1951.°) 


In 1909 a number of proponents for a municipal aquatic park campaigned to 
have this area set aside for a public park.” The outcome was two proposed bond 
measures, both which failed to garner enough votes. In 1914 a railroad trestle 
was constructed across the cove by the State Belt Railroad paralleling the entire 





1 Sanborn Fire Insurance map, San Francisco 1886-1893, v. 2, 1886, sheet 61a_a. 
2 San Francisco Chronicle, August 28, 1875, 3. 


= Outing, March 1900, v. XXXV, n. 6, 580. 
4 San Francisco Chronicle, May 30, 1896, 13. 


> Outing, March 1900, v. XXXV, n. 6, p. 580. 
6 San Francisco Chronicle, August 26, 1951, 44. 
ý San Francisco Chronicle, March 1, 1909, 14. 


cove’s waterfront, which interrupted access to the water. In concert, fill was being 
dumped along the shoreline displacing the beach. An injunction was sought to 
stop the filling, but not received.® Finally in 1917 the Board of Supervisors 
authorized the purchase of land around the cove, including the rowing clubs’ 
shoreline.° In 1920 steps were taken by the city to start grading, between Larkin 
Street and Van Ness Avenue, in preparation for a municipal aquatic park.'° 


Buildings Moved 

In 1927 both buildings were moved from the foot of Van Ness Street to make way 
for a fishing pier, which was the first unit of the new park’s construction. 
Discussions to merge the clubs started in 1932 when a suggestion was made to 
combine the Dolphin, South End, and Ariel clubs together.’ But nothing came of 
the idea. With the development of Aquatic Park a large change came in 1937 
when both buildings were moved east again from the foot of Larkin Street to the 
foot of Hyde Street to make way for the project. The city footed the bill of $3800 
for the move of the buildings and in return the two clubs signed the buildings over 
to the city with their rights to tenancy. At that time the San Francisco Park 
Department became the lessor. 


Club Expulsion 

The San Francisco Rowing Club lost its lease in 1976 when the 14-member club 
was denied renewal of its lease based on the club’s position on sex 
discrimination.'* Although the other two clubs faced the same allegations, they 
ultimately complied with the law. Signs were publically posted on the clubhouse 
to comply with the discrimination decision, which lingered in the courts until 
October 1980.13 


Fire and Renovation 

Within a month a blaze, on November 21, 1980, took a major toll on the buildings 
with an estimated $1,200,000 in damage." The following February demolition of 
the fire ravaged portion was approved by the commission; the work was 





3 San Francisco Chronicle, March 8, 1914, 21. 

2 San Francisco Chronicle, December 4, 1917, 10. 
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Me San Francisco Chronicle, December 10, 1976, 23. 

12 San Francisco Recreation and Park Commission, meeting minutes, October 9, 1980, 294. 


14 San Francisco Chronicle, November 22, 1980, 7. 


completed the following May.15 The building was rebuilt but the Moderne styling 
previously applied to the building's center portion was not restored. Additionally a 
portion of the west end of the building, where the San Francisco Rowing Club 
previously resided, was not rebuilt. 


Christopher Pollock 
Historian in Residence, San Francisco Recreation and Park Department 
August 3, 2018 





Figure 1-Looking northeast at the buildings in 1964 before the fire. Source: San Francisco History 
Room, San Francisco Public Library, AAK-1185. 





Ae San Francisco Recreation and Park Commission, meeting minutes, May 14, 1981, 159. 
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Figure 2-Looking east on the beach in 1875 when Ralston went for a swim and did not survive. The 
dock and its house shown is the Neptune Swimming Club. Source: San Francisco's Golden Era, 1960, 
54. 


